3.0 FIRE HAZARD ASSESSMENT

Dynamac assessed the hazard posed by wildland fire within the Hoback Ranches assessment area
through fuel and structure surveys, information obtained from a public meeting, and interviews with
public officials. The majority of information obtained for this report was gathered during the time
period between July 15 and 21, 2002.

3.1 Field Survey

BLM’s Pinedale Field Office in Pinedale, Wyoming requested that Dynamac survey at least five
fuel assessment points in the Hoback Ranches assessment area, within the WUI area (Map 1,
Appendix A). Dynamac surveyed eight assessment points within the WUI, six of which were on
public land managed by BLM, and two of which were on the boundary between USFS-managed
land and private land. The points were chosen from areas where public land formed an interface
with private land, and, where possible, additional points were surveyed that were representative of
vegetation in remote areas. As public land is not specifically fenced or demarcated “on the
ground,” the points that Dynamac surveyed were located by approximating the locations of public
land on a Hoback Ranches Fuels Treatment Plan map, which delineated topography and land
ownership and depicted fuel types, and a USFS map of the Bridger-Teton National Forest.
Dynamac assessors then drove and/or hiked to the selected points. Point data was obtained using
hand-held Global Positioning Systems (GPS), which recorded Universal Transverse Mercator
(UTM) coordinates for plots of interest, based on North American Datum 1927 (NAD27) for
Zone 11. Elevations were also obtained using the GPS unit. After collection in the field, the
UTM coordinates were geo-corrected to account for satellite positions. A summary of the actual
fire hazard assessment points is presented in Table 2. This table includes the township, range,
section, actual UTM coordinates and elevation, and photo log identification numbers for each

assessment point.

Digital photographs were taken of the surrounding area in the four cardinal directions at each
assessment point. The assessment point photos were taken in the following sequence: North,
East, South and West. Photographs are designated by the disk and photo identification number.
For example, photographic identification number HO1004 would be Hoback Ranches Disk 1,
Photo 004. The photo identification numbers are presented in Table 2, and the photographs are

located in Appendix B with their respective hazard assessment form.
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At each assessment point, a fire hazard assessment form (Form 1) was completed which rated the
characteristic of the land features and fuel sources located within a 50-meter radius (Appendix
B). The rating elements included slope, aspect, elevation, vegetation type, fuel type, fuel

density, and fuel bed depth and were assigned to a risk category that was defined by BLM. Each
point was evaluated to determine if the potential fire hazard was low (Class A), moderate (Class
B), or high (Class C). Additionally, tree canopy cover measurements were collected using a
densiometer at each point in each of the four cardinal directions, downloaded into the GPS unit,
and averaged to obtain a value for each point. The results of the fuel hazard survey, including

canopy cover percentages, are reported in Table 3.
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Information was also collected from 14 sections that contained private land located within one
mile of Federal and state lands within the assessment area. A structural hazard assessment form
(Form 2) was completed which rated the survivability of structures within each of these sections,
based on building materials, the distance of flammable fuels to the structures located within a
section, as well as road conditions and accessibility (Appendix C). The information recorded on
Form 2 represented the average condition for the section. A USFS map of the Bridger-Teton
National Forest, an assessment map provided by BLM, and a Fuel Treatment Plan map, also
provided by BLM, were used to navigate to the sections. The sections were surveyed from
existing roads, vantage points and private driveways or approaches. The rating elements
included structure density, proximity of flammable fuels to the structures, building materials,
survivable space, types of roads, response times, and accessibility. Each element was assigned to
a category defined by BLM. Each of these were evaluated to determine if the potential fire
hazard was low (Class A), moderate (Class B), or high (Class C). All sections that were assessed
included structures. Latitude and longitude waypoints were taken at, or as close as possible to,
all structures that were accessible. The results of the structure hazard survey are reported in
Table 4.

3.2 Public Meeting

A public meeting convened on July 17, 2002, at the Bondurant Fire Hall from 6:00 to 9:00 pm.
The community was invited to attend through a newspaper article in the local paper, and from
announcements that were posted in public places such as Hoback Ranches information and
notice boards. Hoback Ranches homeowners assisted in contacting other Hoback Ranch

residents by telephone, providing them with meeting information.

Dynamac and BLM personnel attended the meeting to distribute brochures, obtain information,
and serve as an informational resource to those attending the meeting. The brochures provided
information on ways to reduce the risk of wildfire around structures. Dynamac staff requested
the participants to respond to a survey (Appendix D), which questioned the community’s
perception of the hazards of wildfire, ways to mitigate wildfire, recent actions that had been
taken in the community to reduce the hazard of wildfire, and important values in the assessment

area that could be at risk to wildfire.

A second public meeting was conducted on September 18, 2002 at the Bondurant Elementary
School (Appendix F). This meeting presented the findings of the hazard assessment and
mitigation report. Discussions with the public, BLM, USFS, State of Wyoming Division of
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Forestry, and Hoback Ranches residents about the recommended actions to reduce the risk of
wildfire in the assessment area were conducted. These included shaded fuel breaks, forest
thinning and tree removal. Two Fire Behavior/Fire rate and direction of spread maps were
provided. These maps were based upon the Far Site fire computer model using 30 years of
weather data and standard fuel moistures. One map showed the potential fire without fuels
treatment, the second map portrayed the potential with fuels treatment.

3.3 Interviews of Public Officials

To obtain data for the community profile (Form 3, Table 5), a Dynamac Community Relations
Specialist conducted interviews with numerous local public officials and residents. The
information obtained from the interviews is presented in Appendix E. Individuals or groups
interviewed include: the county fire warden, emergency management director, county sheriff,
USFS and State of Wyoming Forestry Division employee(s), and local residents. Dynamac’s
Community Relations Specialist explained their position as contractors with BLM, provided
background information on the project, including a map of the assessment area, and asked
questions to obtain information for the community profile.

4.0 GENERAL SUMMARY: FIRE FUEL HAZARD, STRUCTURAL FIRE
ASSESSMENT, AND COMMUNITY PROFILE

4.1 Form 1: Fuel Hazard Assessment

The results of the fuel hazard assessment are presented in Table 3 and Maps 2 and 3. Forms for
all survey sites are contained in Appendix B. The dominant hazardous fuels in the assessment
area are the overstocked mixed conifer stands with saplings as ladder fuels that occur on lands
south and north of Hoback Ranches and on private land in the eastern sections of Hoback
Ranches.

Aspen stands and sagebrush/grass fuel types did not receive fuel hazard assessments.
Sagebrush/grass fuels on Hoback Ranches can present hazardous fuel conditions on slopes of the
assessment in late summer and fall. Resistance to control in the sagebrush/grass fuel will not be
as great as in the mixed conifer; however, if wind and slope combine or align, rates of fire spread

will increase exponentially.

The assessed lodgepole pine/mixed conifer fuel types will exhibit a high resistance to control and

will make initial attacks difficult when fire danger ratings are high, combined with low relative
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humidity and fuel moisture, and high Haines index. Continuous fuels, fallen, dead, woody
material, ladder fuels (seedling and saplings) and standing dead or dying material will enable
torching, crowning out, and spotting. Observed stand density on some slopes will enhance the
possibility of a crown fire. Wildfire in the mixed conifer of Hoback Ranches assessment area
will be topographically influenced in combination with fuels and wind. The possibility of
ignition in both lodgepole/mixed conifer and sagebrush/grass fuel types is high due to vehicular
traffic on roads in the assessment area. The fuels assessment area includes numerous
topographic features that will increase rates of spread, and allow fires to “roll out” beneath fire
fighters or spot over roads. With present fuel loading, the eastern part of the Rim Road, and
other mid-slope roads in the assessment area, should not be relied upon as a fuelbreak. The

results of the fuel survey are summarized as follows:

e Slope: 12.5 percent of the survey sites occurred on slopes that were less than 10 percent
(Class A). 37.5 percent occurred on moderate slopes (Class B) and 50 percent occurred on
steep slopes (class C).

e Aspect: 75 percent of the sites had northern exposures (Class A) while 25 percent were on
east (or relatively level) facing slopes (Class B).

e Elevation: The elevations for all the survey sites were between 7,100 and 8,250 feet amsl
(Class A).

e Fuel Type: One hundred percent of the fuel survey points had heavy fuels (Class C).

e Fuel Density: One hundred percent of the sites had heavy continuous fuels (class C) with
moderate to heavy downed-dead woody fuel and an abundance of fir sapling ladder fuels.
All were rated as Fire Behavior Fuel Model 10.

e Fuel Bed Depth: One hundred percent of the sites had a fuel bed depth of greater than three
feet (Class C).

In an effort to integrate fuel hazard factors, data for fuel attributes (fuel type, density, and depth)
were combined; an aggregate relative risk for each survey point was assigned based on the
combination of scores for individual factors. Sites with “C” ratings for all three attributes were
regarded as having the highest risk; sites with all “A” ratings, the lowest risk. Results are shown
on Map 2. Terrain attributes (slope, aspect, elevation) were aggregated in a manner similar to
that used for fuel attributes; these data show clear spatial patterns in terrain in the assessment

area (Map 3). Data from the fuels hazard assessment are also depicted on Figures 1 and 2.
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Figure 1: Hoback Ranches Fuel
Hazard Assessment Results (Topography)
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Figure 2: Hoback Ranches Fuel
Hazard Assessment Results (Fuels)
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4.2 Form 2: Structural Fire Hazard Assessment

The results of the structure survey are provided in Table 4. The data sheets are contained in
Appendix C. Maps 4 and 5 spatially illustrate the data from Table 4. Twenty-three and one-
half sections were evaluated, 14 of which contained structures such as homes or buildings that
occurred on private land within one mile of public land. All structures were located within
Hoback Ranches. New structures occurred throughout the assessment area at a low density and
at times intermixed with older structures. Most homes had metal roofs and wood or log siding.
All sections evaluated had some homes with wildland fuels less than forty feet from the house.

The main points of the structure survey are as follows:

e Structure Density: One hundred percent of the sections had less than one structure per 10
acres (Class C).

e Proximity to Structures: Of the structures surveyed, 72 percent are rated “high hazard”
(Class C), 22 percent are rated as moderately hazardous, with fuels within 40 to 100 feet of
structures (Class B), and six percent as low hazard, with fuels greater than 100 feet from
structures (Class A).

¢ Predominant Building Materials: Seventy-seven percent of the sections with structures
had a majority of homes with fire resistant roof and/or siding (Class A). Twenty-three
percent had between 10 and 50 percent of structures within constructed with fire resistant
roof and/or siding (Class B). Even though most of the structures were roofed with metal or
other fire retardant material, all were constructed of log or wooden siding that appeared not
to be fire retardant. Roof type totals for all sections are: five composite roofs, one tar roof,
nine shake roofs, 89 metal roofs and two foundations without roofs.

e Survivable Space: In 87 percent of the sections with structures, 10 to 50 percent of the
homes within had survivable space (Class B, 40-100 feet). Thirteen percent contained homes
with less than 10 percent having survivable space (Class C, less than 40 feet). The 87
percent/13 percent figure is representative of homeowner awareness and homes in different
fuel types (aspen or sagebrush/grass versus mixed conifer). Covenants between Hoback
Ranches residents also play a role, especially in the mixed conifer stands.

e Roads: One hundred percent of the sections had roads that are somewhat maintained
(graveled and graded), but generally narrow with no shoulders (Class C). Pullout areas are
widely spread and few turn-around areas exist, except for driveways. As stated, the
predominant east/west road, the Rim Road, is in need of additional engineering and support

in Section 9.
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o Response Time: One hundred percent of the sections had a response time of greater than 40

minutes, mainly due to distance from fire suppression forces, and the narrow, steep roads

found within the area (Class C). Aerial fire suppression assistance for wildfires will be

variable dependent upon commitment. A 40-minute response time for BLM air tankers from

Pocatello, Idaho, or Grand Junction, Colorado or from USFS helitack crews/rappellers in

Jackson, Wyoming is possible but is not likely and should not be expected.

e Access: All sections contain narrow, steep and/or single lane roads (Class C). County fire

truck access is from State Highway 189/191 north of Hoback Ranches. Most roads are one

way in and one way out. The eastern part of the Rim Road load limit (8,000 Ibs.) will not

support fire trucks (engines).

A combination of data for roads and response times is presented in Map 4. Overall risk is high in

many sections not only because of the long response times but also because of the narrow and

steep roads. Combined data for structural conditions (proximity to fuel, building materials,

presence of a survivable space) is presented in Map 5. The percentages of sections that received

a high ranking for the risk assessment to structures in the assessment area are graphically

depicted in Figure 3.

Figure 3: Hoback Ranches Structure Risk Assessment Results
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4.3 Form 3: Community Profile

Table 5 presents the findings of the community assessment regarding the community’s attitudes
and abilities to respond to wildland fires in the Hoback Ranches assessment area. Initial findings
raise a number of concerns about fire risks in the Hoback Ranches assessment area. Specifically,
the community was ranked as high risk for emergency operations response time, water

systems/sources, structure density, community practices, and fire safety ordinances.

5.0 ON-GOING WILDFIRE HAZARD MITIGATION

Numerous Hoback Ranches homeowners have applied fire safe practices in the areas
immediately surrounding homes. These activities include fuel removal and piling, fuel removal
and covering with gravel, horse logging for post/poles on approaches or driveways, and thinning
of lodgepole pine stands. Removal of sagebrush and thinning piles has been accomplished by
hauling materials with a dump truck to a fill area. Additionally, Sublette County Fire personnel
removed piles by hand ignition during winter months. It was suggested at the public meeting
that the Hoback Ranches’ covenants would need to be modified in coordination with the County
Fire Department, specifically the covenants banning the cutting of trees 3 inches or greater and
the year long burning ban. The Hoback Ranches Fire Committee has developed evacuation

plans and designated first responders, check points, and traffic/communications coordinators.

Sublette County Fire personnel have provided the assessment area with assistance and direction
to reduce the risks at most home sites. Lookouts, communications, escape routes and safety
zones (LCES) have been initiated by the Sublette County Fire Department in cooperation with
Hoback Ranches homeowners. This will assist both the Fire Department and homeowners when

wildfires are ignited.

The Fire Department is willing to educate and provide fire safety information to any interested

group or home.
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6.0 VALUES AT RISK

Lives, homes, property, wildlife habitat, recreation, potentially historic/cultural sites, grazing,
soil stability, water quality, and timber are the values that are at risk to wildfire within the
Hoback Ranches assessment area. Hoback Ranches is bordered by BLM land, private ranches
and the Bridger/Teton National Forest, providing numerous four-season recreational
opportunities for residents and tourists. In addition, the assessment area is adjacent to State land
that provides timber for harvest. Historical sites near the Hoback Ranches assessment include
former camping areas of Astorians and various persons of America’s “mountain man era” during
the early 1800’s.
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